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TD valedictorian nabs top 
college spot —  A8

Fire ready is 
'fire wise'

FIRE SEASON BEGINS

State fire 
declaration 
earliest in 
40 years

Fire season restrictions began  
May 15 in The Dalles units of the 
Oregon Department of Forestry 
(ODF), according to a press 
release. Forest land in Wasco and 
Hood River counties will be im-
pacted by the restrictions.

 Leadership within the district 
has been monitoring fuel condi-
tions this spring and reviewing 
snowpack, weather forecasts and 
drought impacts. The limited 
precipitation across the region this 
spring has affected down woody 
fuel moisture content as well as 
the condition of live vegetation 
fuels and their susceptibility to fire 
ignition and spread. Conditions 
in The Dalles and Prineville units 
are unseasonably dry and at an 
increased risk of fire spread. New 
maximum daily fire indices are 
being recorded, indicative of the 
potential wildfire hazard.

Historically, this will be the ear-
liest declaration of Fire Season in 
the district in more than 40 years. 
Typically, weather and fuels in 
central Oregon begin to warm and 

■ By Walker Sacon
Columbia Gorge News

Crews from the Oregon
Department of Forestry and Mosier 
Fire District were already working 
fires on Aug. 12, 2020, when the 
Mosier Creek Fire started. 

Mosier Chief Mike Renault 
said fuels, wind and terrain “truly 
aligned” that day. ODF The Dalles 
Fire Protection Supervisor Rick 
Fletcher ordered the largest inci-
dent management team he could as 
soon as he hit the road for the new 
start and saw its smoke column. 

Within two hours, Oregon’s 
Conflagration Act was invoked to 

bring more help from outside the 
area as all of Renault’s responders 
and those from mutual aid agree-
ments were tied up triaging around 
500 structures threatened by the 
fire.

From her deck on Paradise Ridge, 
Megan Pingree had a front row seat.

Pingree now chairs a community 
board which, with Fletcher and 
Renault’s help, has gotten Paradise 
Ridge certified as a Firewise 
Community by the National Fire 
Protection Association. The neigh-
borhood is the first community 
in Hood River or Wasco counties 

Megan Pingree starts to open the knee-high barriers she installed around her lumber storage area to keep leaf litter from building up at her shop above Mosier on 
May 11. Walker Sacon photos

The end result of a fuel reduction 
project in the Paradise Ridge area 
above Mosier, above, contrasts 
sharply with the same property pic-
tured at left. The project reduced 
the fuel a wildfire needs to grow and 
spread through the property. 

Contributed photo/Rick Fletcher

Klickitat County Sheriff 
seeking body cameras

Drugs confiscated from a recent traffic stop are spread 
out in the small squad room of the Hood River police 
department. Photo courtesy of Chief Neal Holste

See FIREWISE, page 6

See FIRE, page 6

■ By Jacob Bertram
Columbia Gorge News

Klickitat County Sheriff’s deputies wear
all kinds of gear on their person when they 
perform their duties — including handcuffs, 
self-defense tools, a sidearm, and note-taking 
equipment. One item they lack that has be-
come more common among law enforcement 
agencies in recent years are body cameras. 
Sheriff Bob Songer is looking to change that, he 
told the Board of County Commissioners last 
Tuesday.

Songer told commissioners he is having staff 
perform research on police-grade body cam-
eras, or bodycams for short, in order to request 
a future purchase of the recording devices to 
provide law enforcement agents within the 
department with the gear. 

Songer said he wants to outfit all 19 sworn 
personnel — including deputies and jailers — 
with the equipment.

Songer said body cameras document con-
duct on both sides of an encounter, and said 
he believes the use of the equipment would 
ensure that the officer’s actions, during the 
course of an investigation, are “covered and 
professional.

“In light of what’s occurred through our 
country … It’s important that we have transpar-
ency,” Songer said. 

It would also save the department time 
investigating any complaints, Songer said.

The agency has not yet narrowed down its 
search for the right product. Songer said that 
the cost to run a body camera program would 
be “substantial.” 

A KING 5 survey conducted last year investi-
gating how common bodycams are among law 
enforcement agencies in Washington found 
that sheriff offices cited financial barriers as 
the primary reason why their agency had not 
yet invested in the technology. 

Songer told Columbia Gorge News that cost 
is no longer a primary concern, although the 
purchase would have to be approved by coun-
ty commissioners. The concern now, for him, 
is upgrading the data storage required of the 
recording devices.

“It’s a necessary thing at this point in time,” 
Songer said.

The sheriff’s office will not be the first law 
enforcement agency in Klickitat County to 
acquire bodycams. The Bingen-White Salmon 
Police Department has six bodycams — 
enough for each officer at the department — 
but the devices are locked up in storage for the 
time being. 

City Police needs 
are highlighted 
in budget talks

■ By Gail Oberst
For Columbia Gorge News

HOOD RIVER — For years, the City of Hood
River has talked about a new police station. May 
12, the city’s Budget Committee heard compelling 
reasons to take action. Police Chief Neal Holste 
told the Budget Committee that, due to lack of 
space, collected crime evidence — including toxic 
drugs — were sometimes displayed on the same 
tables in the squad room used for staff meals.

“I would love to have that new police depart-
ment due to the air exchange and the ventilation,” 

Knife 
wielding 

youth 
arrested

■ Staff Report
Columbia Gorge News

Klickitat County Sheriff depu-
ties arrested a juvenile male the 
evening of May 9 after responding 
to a report of a domestic distur-
bance involving a subject armed 
with a knife at an address north of 
White Salmon, according to a news 
release.

Reserve Deputy Tim Hardin, 
Range and Timber Deputy Cody 
Melton, and Bingen – White 
Salmon Police Officer Kate Daniels 
arrived at the scene first and 
located the juvenile. According to 
the news release, they were able 
to separate the knife from the 
juvenile, who made numerous 
statements about wanting law en-
forcement to shoot him and other 
threats of suicide, according to the 
release.

Deputy Randy Wells and Deputy 
Chance Laroue arrived at the 
scene and initiated an arrest of the 
juvenile, for whom the Klickitat 
County Juvenile Department con-
firmed a valid pick-up order. 

The Klickitat County Juvenile 
Department was advised of the 
statements made by the juvenile 
and requested deputies take the 
juvenile into custody to be evaluat-
ed by officials with Comprehensive 

See ARREST, page 10

See BUDGET,�page�8


